ENGLISH: THE RUGMAKER OF MAZAR-E-SHARIF

Prompt: “Difficulties are meant to rouse, not discourage. The human spirit is to grow strong
by conflict. Conflict can make us better people.”

Statement of Intention

In response to the prompt “difficulties are meant to rouse, not discourage. The human spirit is to
grow strong by conflict. 'Conflict can make us better people™, | wrote an imaginative piece, through
the eyes of an old Afghan father named Lalo. | chose him as the subject for my story, as his son
Khania featured in a Foreign Correspondent documentary named ‘standing on the sky’ and the life
and journey Lalo and his son take due to the conflict in Afghanistan is very powerful. From Lalo’s
brief statements in the documentary, | built a story through his eyes to show the reader how conflict
can affect the lives of all people; a small boy and a grown man in many ways. It also shows the
reader how the people of Afghanistan are made stronger and better by conflict. The story uses a lot
of descriptive language and imagery to produce a very Persian style of literature to relate to the
speech of real Afghani’s. The story is written for a mature audience to be published in the Herald
Sun newspaper as a feature article showing the effects of the war in Afghanistan on civilians.
Throughout the story, many quotes from the novel ‘The Rugmaker of Mazar-E-Sharif’ are used to
allow me to capture the Afghani way of speech from the very Persian style text by Najaf Mazari. The
guotes from this booked linked very closely to the story of Lalo and the prompt itself as Najaf faces
similar challenges when faced with war and inner conflict.

Impossible Things Have Happened

‘If god did not give us the power to hope, we would not have lasted long on His earth. So we must
learn to keep standing straight when disappointment falls on our shoulders.” As | walk with my
injured son, full of regret and fear, | recall the events which have led us to take this journey.

It was a bright, sunny day and | was hard at work repairing the tarp which was our makeshift home.
My nine year old son Khania decided to go out playing with his cousin and | did not expect to see
him again until sundown. As | toiled away in the heat of the strong Afghan sun, | kept thinking how
strangely peaceful the day had been. The sun was directly above me, meaning it was around
midday, but surprising the regular gunshots had been absent all morning. | should have known that
this irregular serenity could not last long.

Suddenly the ground shook like an earthquake was rattling the country and a loud explosion
sounded through the valley causing my ears to ring. | immediately feared for Khania’'s safety as |
saw a cloud of orange dust stirring from the ground some distance away, and recognised that this
explosion must be a landmine. ‘I ran like a wild goat over the fields and ditches and fences’ towards
the orange soil which twirled angrily through the air. As | reached the sight of the landmine ‘my heart
sank to the pit of my stomach’ as | saw the body of my nephew lying beside the plate of the
landmine, his abdomen ripped apart with ‘intestines spilling out’ like a paper bag split from carrying
too many groceries. Seeing my young nephew dead at my feet filled me with pain’ and | stood
frozen in fear for the state that my son may be in. It did not take much searching to find Khania. A
trail of dark red earth led me to his small, innocent body lying lifeless in a ditch. | ran over to him and
could not believe he was still alive; unconscious but still breathing, his leg severed just above the
knee. “What has happened...In the name of God, what has happened?” | ripped off my turban and
wound it tightly around the stub that was once the leg of my healthy young boy. As quickly as it
touched the wound, blood as red as pomegranate juice seeped through the white cloth. | picked up
the limp body of my son and carried him desperately back to our tent, praying that he survive his
gruesome injury.

Luckily God had been watching over our family that day for Khania awoke as the sun sunk behind
the hills that evening. He looked down at the stump of a leg and ’his eyes became dark, instead of
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sparkling as they usually were’. As he sat in shock assessing his transformed limb, my mind filled
with concern as | thought of how hard life would now be for my son. ‘Life in Afghanistan is hard
enough for the able-bodied’, how was he to look after a family if he could not stand up? ‘Cripples in
a land like Afghanistan are like the sparrows of a city. They spend all day searching for crumbs then
retrieve them from the cracks one by one’. Afghanistan ‘has no pity’ and | knew straight away that
my son could not live with one leg.

We attempted to use natural remedies and plants to try to improve the state of Khania’s leg but this
was to no prevail. The flesh on Khania’s remaining leg ‘had been torn open in the way that a plough
cuts through the earth, leaving a pile of freshly turned soil on either side of a trench’. After great
discussion and contemplation, our family made the decision to get medical help for Khania, which
also meant | had to abandon the rest of my family. It was to be a dangerous and arduous journey
through the unpredictable battlefield that was Afghanistan, but Khania had already suffered for so
long with his injury, that we had no choice. We packed minimal supplies and ‘embraced each
beloved member of our family and with tears running down our cheeks, began our journey’.

And so here we are walking along a dry and dusty road. The sun burns from above as we take each
step towards a seemingly unreachable destination. We do not pass many words as we travel along,
but | believe we share in the same thoughts. Over each mountain and in each valley lies evidence of
the destruction and pain that years of conflict has inflicted on the land and people of Afghanistan. ‘It
is not that Afghani’s have chosen a path of suffering out of madness; no, other people have chosen
that path for us’. | look out across the orange sea of dirt and wonder how many landmines lay
hidden under the rich, dry earth, awaiting their next victim. Shells of bullets and old food wrappers
lie scattered beside the road and ‘homes that once had the honest task of keeping the rain off
people’s heads were now standing like decayed anthills in the desert.” “The ill wind | had feared that
carried the Taliban to every corner of my country’ reached my homeland of Helmand Province
around two years ago, bringing terror and pain to everyone and everything in their path. It was not
long before Helmand became a Taliban stronghold and their carefree destruction saw many
villagers, just like our family, forced out of their homes. As | walk along with my son | shake my head
as | recall how ‘| worked with pride on the mud bricks of our home, ‘shaping each one like it were to
be a prized statue, but | ‘did not know what was to come.” Now all that remained of our home was a
pile of metal, rubble and broken hearts and lives.

After walking all day in the blistering heat | decide it is best for Khania and | to stop for the night. The
crisp night air blows onto our skin and the stars dance in the sky above us in the dark of the night's
sky. All day | had to watch my son struggle to move along on his crutcher and injured leg, which
‘plagues me’ for | wish | could afford to drive him to Kabul to receive the care he needs. Still, being
the strong boy | had raised him to be, Khania did not complain once. | reach into my pocket and find
the small portion of Nan bread | brought, wrapped up in a cloth. | carefully unwrap the bread,
knowing we must ration it carefully as we still have a fair journey ahead of us. | tear a generous
portion off and hand it to Khania who is lying, exhausted on the cool earth. He looks up at me with
pain and desperation in his eyes and gratefully accepts his portion, then turns back to his view of
the sky. | wrap the bread back up and return it to my pocket as | would rather go hungry than see
my son suffer any more.

As we lie under the stars | can hear deep breathing as Khania sleeps heavily beside me, his body
trying to restore some energy after the gruelling day we had just endured. Being so exposed in the
middle of the land | am too afraid to fall asleep and remain ‘as wary as a wild animal that is being
hunted’. Conflict has ‘become the background to our lives’ but as | lie here | think of the times when
Afghanistan was a land of peace and prosper. ‘It is a paradise that | bring to mind; a blessed place’
as | imagine my boyhood, running through fields as grass dances in the wind and butterflies float
through the air. ‘My heart is full’ as | recall the day of my wedding, my wife’s smiling face ‘as bright
as the sun’ as we sat in awe and unimaginable happiness, watching the dancer draw in the crowd
as she ‘danced a story that flowed like the clear waters of a stream’. | drift off to sleep with a feeling
in my heart which | have not felt for a long time. Joy.
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| awake to see a golden eagle soaring through the sky above me. Khania is sitting on a boulder on
the other side of the road, staring into the horizon with a look of desperation, like a bird that longs to
be released from its cage. | walk over to my son and lay my hand on his shoulder. ”Better times will
come’ Khania”. We again set off on our journey and as the hours pass our pace begins to slow as of
bodies grow weary and tired. | imagine the thoughts in my son’s head as he struggles with each
limp along the dry and dusty road. Does he wonder why the landmine found him? Does he worry if
he will ever walk again? | know every time | look at my son, anger whips up inside me like dust
across the baron ground. ‘How can God forgive such a thing?’ The man who laid that landmine did
not deserve life at all, ‘let him be captured by a devil' and punished for his actions.

We finally arrive at the Red Cross Orthopaedic Centre after 670 kilometres of pain. | look at
Khania’s face as we walk through the door and | see an expression on his face which | have not
seen in a long time; hope. We are immediately greeted by a man who says he wants to help Khania
to walk again. The man disappears for a moment then returns with a small prosthetic leg and a pair
of brightly coloured shoes. | look down at Khania to see his little face shining ‘as if he had just
discovered a goldmine’. As the doctor fits the leg | can tell by Khania’s face that he is most excited
about wearing his first pair of shoes. As Khania undergoes therapy, | watch full of happiness, yet still
plagued with fear for my family who | have left in Helmand. “Your unhappiness leads you down a
path of trouble”, an Italian man sits down beside me and introduces himself as Alberto Cairo. “I have
a problem. | have left my children in the desert. Our house is damaged...they have no food to eat.
Our situation is very bad” | reply despondently. Alberto rests his hand on my shoulder and comforts
me, explaining that Khania’s leg is not in a good state and he requires a lot of medical attention.
After a long conversation, Alberto reluctantly accepts that Khania and | will stay until he is capable
of walking properly, but will return to Helmand as soon as possible.

The days fly by and with each one, Khania’'s walking improves out of sight. | cannot believe the
miracle that these people have created as | watch my son ‘take his first steps for the second time in
his short life’. ‘If we wait a million years, we will meet two or three people of great kindness’, 'the
gifts these people bestow on mankind are great’. Not only have these people allowed my son to be
a boy again, but they have also given him gifts which | so long to afford to buy for him myself. The
other day | returned from a walk to see Khania sitting happily on the floor, his face as bright as a
thousand suns, as he pushed a shiny red truck across the concrete ground. It was such a contrast
to the days when he sat in the red dirt playing with grenade cases and empty bottles back in
Helmand.

Khania’s walking is finally at an acceptable level for us to return home. | was so relieved to hear this
as my family have been ‘calling me saying they have no food to eat’. Although it is a weight off my
shoulders to know that we can return home, | am still very concerned for the life my son will have to
live once we ‘venture back out into the hostile country’. | fear that ‘the loss of one leg, doesn’t make
Khania any less likely to encounter these dangers again’ and | know there are ‘landmines outside
our house’. ‘I am white-bearded’ and fear for the life my family will be forced to live when | am gone,
as a result of all of the conflict in Afghanistan. ‘We are all from Afghanistan, so why does God
punish us?’

As | watch Khania walk confidently towards me, my concerns disappear to the back of my mind. |
take my son’s small hand and we begin walking out of the gates and back into the war zone that is
our homeland. | look down at my son’s innocent, cheerful face and my heatrt fills with content as he
walks along beside me. As we walk out into the sunset, ‘I cannot describe the feeling in my heart,
impossible things have happened’. My son can walk again thanks to the ‘Angels of Kabul.
‘Impossible things have happened’.
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